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Tonga: In Search of the Friendly Islands, Kalafi Moala, Pacifika  Foundation Press & AUT, 
Auckland, New Zealand, 2009. ISBN978-1-877314-75-9. 148pp .

This deceptively slim and unassuming black book holds a hundred and 42 -odd pages 
of insight, humanity and the quest for a social consciousness in the context of the 
contemporary Pacific. 

 Writing this review was no small feat. In accepting the call to review the book, 
I had conveniently forgotten my own hectic work schedule. The irony of it all was 
that the volume nestled in my cluttered luggage and travelled from Suva, all the way 
to Tonga, where I was tasked, in company with Allan Alo and the Oceania Dance 
Theatre, USP Laucala, to stage ‘A Love for Life: Silence and HIV’ as part of the 
Oceania Centre for Art, Culture and Pacific Studies regional outreach. The Oceania 
Centre, itself, coincidentally, is the ‘baby’ of well-known Tongan scholar and writer, 
the late Professor Epeli Hau‘ofa. 

 Whilst in Tonga, in the midst of our advocacy workshops and rehearsals for the 
main production at the Queen Sālote College Hall, I frequently caught sight of the 
book and went through the motions of taking it out of my luggage and then, finding 
myself distracted by immediate challenges, resigned myself to returning it to the 
darkness of the suitcase. 

 It was only upon my return to Suva, three weeks later, that a gentle email reminder 
jolted me back to the reality of the unwritten review. And so, whilst gathering my 
luggage and thoughts for travel to Apia for an Education for Sustainable Development 
Workshop at the National University of Samoa, out came Moala, accusingly. I soon 
found myself at the Nausori airport devouring each of the words and phrases that had 
been painstakingly threaded together with passion and great thought. I read through 
the 25-minute flight to Nadi and then, for the first time, did more than have the 
courtesy coffee and copious numbers of cigarettes at the Nadi Esquires. I read and 
noted page numbers feeling much like a hungry postgraduate student who has found 
some enlightenment in a chance library find that turns out to be the jewel in the 
dreaded literature review. 

 Moala writes the naked truth unashamedly, in the voice of a critical journalist-cum-
philosopher. His musings on the realities of a Tonga in transition take the reader on a 
journey through his own intellectual process of thinking and re-thinking the future of 
his homeland. He attempts to make sense of the contradictions in the status quo of a 
social order that is changing at an alarming pace. 
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 This collection of insightful essays brings to the fore the nuances of Tongan culture 
and society, in full regalia, adorned alike with beauty and flaws. There is no pretence 
here. Prejudices and faults are embraced lovingly and handled with a voice that is 
unapologetic and refreshingly truthful. As a non-Tongan reflecting on his writing, I 
was interested to note familiar realities of a Fiji in transition, an experience perhaps 
shared by the majority of Pacific Island nations. 

 Moala leaves no stone unturned as he discusses the issue of changing values 
and lifestyles in light of globalisation, migration and immigration, crime, violence, 
spirituality both pre- and post-Christianity, as well as culture, mono-culturalism, 
pluralism and ethnocentrism in 21st Century Tonga. 

 What makes this collection so endearing is the personalistic appeal of a man 
searching for answers. These are the questions in the mind of a man torn between his 
own notions of morality and coming to terms with the crisis and chaos that he has 
seen as a direct result of change in his homeland. 

 At the crux  of his writing rests the single question of sustainability. This theme 
resounds throughout the text and is the thread that holds the collection together 
through stories of family life and personal experiences both in the home and in his 
professional career. Other themes include the economy, politics and socio-cultural 
contexts of development and change. 

 Of particular note, Chapter 9 ‘Never on Sunday’ is reminiscent of Hau‘ofa’s Tales 
of the Tikongs and the infamous character Manu. In this chapter, Moala discusses 
contradictory notions of the church, politics and power with the simple example of 
the ‘Sabbath law’. The humorous sarcasm also resonates with Hau‘ofa’s voice as he 
states: ‘Too bad if your father has a heart attack and needs to be rushed to a hospital. You can’t 
call a taxi, but you can make arrangements on Saturday (or pre-book) for the taxi to come to your 
service on Sunday...’ He continues, ‘I don’t have a problem with ‘keeping the Sabbath’ – it is how 
it’s kept, with so many contradictions, which bothers me . . ..’ He goes on, ‘The fact that certain 
behaviours are deemed to be fine on other days but taboo on Sunday is just too far-fetched for my simple 
mind . . . Cheating is wrong on Monday as well as on Sunday; and so are stealing and a whole host of 
iniquitous behaviours.’ He goes on to highlight the use of the church to bring about social 
and political change. 

 In a section titled ‘Culture as sites of struggle’, he reiterates a train of thought 
that underlies his writing; that of the push–pull tensions between the elite and the 
commoners. He makes varying references to the ‘oppressors and the oppressed’, and 
the relationship between status and money, the church, traditional leadership, and 
nobility. He attempts to explain the struggle of negotiating the ‘place’ and validity 
of the commoners’ voice within a rigid social structure and in the context of a new 
social order of human rights and democratic values. He is also mindful of the need for 
caution lest the oppressed themselves evolve into oppressors. 

 His treatment of leadership and authority, both traditional and contemporary, 
shoots straight for the mark:
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 The prolongation of a practice and process over time often becomes tradition, 
fossilised into a system of government, carrying a divine designation when 
legitimised by misguided religious beliefs and arguments.  (p.117)

 While acknowledging recent challenges to the status quo in Tongan leadership 
styles, he goes on to reinforce the correlation between society and its chosen forms of 
leadership and reminds us that the people’s voice is critical to meaningful reform. 

 Society is not just a collection of people unrelated to each other. That is a crowd. 
Society is a defined yet complex structure of human relationships . . .  As time 
goes on however, there is unofficial expectation that what we’ve got in terms of 
a social structure will continue to develop, and in the end it will shape the kind 
of leadership system we adopt. But does it not hold true that the longer we leave 
something uncorrected and unchallenged, it is ‘wrong’ or at least inadequate, it has 
a twisted way of being normalized, until such a time it could be regarded as ‘right’? 
...Whenever we do nothing to stop oppression, we are allowing it to happen, 
almost like a silent endorsement.  (p.117) 

 His examples of authentic leadership — Martin Luther, Mahatma Ghandi, Martin 
Luther King, Jnr and Mother Theresa — form the basis of his argument that true 
leadership is based on spirituality and non-violent activism. 

 On spirituality, he distinguishes between true-spirituality and religion, which, he 
warns, may be ‘a force for destruction’, adding, ‘There are times when this spirituality 
is benign’ and times, when it is ‘likely to be pathological’ (pp.133–4). 

 Another interesting point of contention is the need for an inclusive plural society, 
which admittedly is difficult in what has been a predominantly mono-cultural society 
for centuries. The treatment of and racism demonstrated towards the Tongan-Chinese 
community, he argues, is laden with mistrust and ignorance. This is something that 
resonates with the pro-Fijian, anti-Indian view that has been promoted by certain 
nationalist quarters  in Fiji. Moala advocates greater appreciation for the rights and 
contributions of immigrant communities such as the Chinese and reiterates their 
contribution to national and economic development.

 A general disenchantment with social reform and its inability to address social 
change effectively is evident. ‘Being status driven in our education endeavours does 
not in anyway improve the quality of  “the educated populace”’. 

 In a society in which we have more Ph.Ds per capita than any other country, we 
are such a poor example of what education is supposed to produce. The social 
results from the efforts of ‘highly degreed’ people have not been something we 
can be proud of.  (p.126) 

 His is a voice that is refreshingly truthful and critical without being callous, removing 
the thin veneer of propriety, and in one fell swoop, lifting the veil, uncovering the stark 

Book_Reviews.indd   303 1/6/2012   3:18:18 PM



304 The Journal of Pacific Studies, Volume 31 no. 2, 2011

reality of a Pacific nation trapped in transition. His motives are clear: a new social 
movement based on non-violent activism must be borne out of the conscientisation 
of the masses. This, he believes, will drive the movement towards a new Tongan-
order that is peace-based, founded on a spirituality that recognises the validity of 
relationships and place, culture and spirituality, and emphasises the multifaceted 
dimensions of leadership and social responsibility. This collection of essays is a call for 
self-realisation and determination, which Moala believes will go a long way towards 
‘unlocking the future for Tonga’ (p.129). 

 Cresantia Frances Koya is a lecturer in Education at the School of Education, USP, specialising 
in curriculum development and Education for Sustainable Development. At the time of writing, she 
was attached to the Oceania Centre for Arts, Culture and Pacific Studies, where she held the position 
of Acting-Director for a year. 

Cresantia Frances Koya 

Sanjay Ramesh’s analysis of Fiji’s political history in his book, Ethnicity, culture 
and coups in Fiji, provides a refreshing look into Fiji’s complex history in a way 
that provides an alternative prism. Instead of the usual unilineal and ethnicised 
narrative by mainstream positivistic historians and political scientists, the book uses 
the neo-Gramscian discourse, which fuses components of class, ethnic, cultural and 
ideological domination enmeshed in a dialectical engagement. The resurrection and 
resurgence in recent years of Antonio Gramsci’s theory of ‘ hegemony’ in the areas of 
cultural studies, post-colonial discourse, critical sociology, neo-Marxian international 
relations and critical political theory is due in part to the attempt to fill the gap between 
instrumentalist ethnic and class analysis on one hand and superfluous post-modernism 
on the other. 

 Hegemony involves a complex process of social construction and reproduction 
of ideologies and values through the subtleties of institutional, cultural and political 
control and domination, yet concealing the basis of domination through manufacture 
of consent and making domination seem ‘natural’. While hegemony and coercion 
are theoretically at odds with each other, in certain circumstances the two converge. 
When hegemony fails, coercion is used and vice versa. In the book, this paradigm is 
used with intellectual vigour as the basis for re-interpreting Fiji’s political history, in 

Ethnicity, culture and coups in Fiji, Sanjay Ramesh. Fiji Institute of Applied Studies, Lautoka, Fiji. 
2010. 278.pp. ISBN 978-982-301-038-0  
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terms of the centrality of hegemony and ‘historical blocs’  to refer to the relationships 
between domination and alliances. 

 The dominant concepts in the book are the symbiotically interrelated neo-Gramscian 
notions of hegemony, counter-hegemony and anti-hegemony to capture the dynamics 
of class formation, ‘contract’  between ethnic groups, cultural articulation and political 
contestation, which have dominated the terrain and trajectory of Fiji’s political history. 
These thematic strands run through the book, which is divided into three parts. The 
first part (consisting of Chapters 3, 4 and 5) examines the colonial historical bloc 
from 1874 to 1970. This period has four distinct phases, namely the colonial historic-
bloc, indigenous resistance, Indo-Fijian resistance and ethnic-political blocs. This 
was the period of colonial hegemony and counter-hegemony and resistance by both 
indigenous and Indo-Fijian communities. Counter hegemony by indigenous Fijians 
took the form of socio-cultural and political movements such as the ‘Hill Tribes’,  
the Tuka, the Luve ni Wai, the Nawai and the Bula Tale. In the case of Indo-Fijians, 
resistance took the form of industrial action and agitation for greater political rights 
and independence. 

 The second part of the book (consisting of Chapters 6, 7 and 8) covers the period 
from independence in 1970 to the period of the military coup in 2006. This period 
was characterised by a series of cycles in the form of chiefly political hegemony (1970–
1987 and 1992–2006), factionalisation of the indigenous bloc (1975, 1982, 1987 and 
1999), inter-ethnic alliances (1987 and 1999) and the assertion of indigenous coercive 
hegemony (1987, 2000 and 2006). This has no doubt been the most turbulent and most 
defining period in Fiji’s political history, the time when social cohesion at the national 
and community levels were directly threatened and deep ethno-political fractures were 
created. 

 The third part of the book (Chapter 9) looks at the process of ‘de-ethnicisation’ 
after the 2006 takeover. The term de-ethnicisation is a bit problematic here because 
while the manifest justification of the 2006 military coup was de-ethnicisation, latently 
it had unforeseen consequences, one of which was reinforcing some existing modes of 
ethnicisation, while at the same time dismantling some powerful ethnic historical blocs 
through the exercise of arbitrary coercion. The 2006 coup led to the reconfiguration 
of certain historical blocs in ways that has, somewhat paradoxically, made them even 
more ethnicised.  

 One of the strengths of the neo-Gramscian discourse is the fact that it examines 
power as a socially constructed instrument of consent and domination, which 
is dynamic, fluid and utilitarian. Michel Foucault, whose ideas were influenced by 
Gramsci’s discourse on hegemony, argues that power is dispersed and located 
in multiple contexts. In Gramscian thought, the capacity to wield power is often 
embodied in the capacity of individuals and groups to form, consolidate and project 
the power of historical blocs. For this to happen, the role of organic intellectuals as 
agents of cultural and political consciousness and movers of events is important. The 
book demonstrates in a lucid way how these dynamics are reflected in the hegemony/
anti-hegemony/counter hegemony dialectics of Fiji’s history. 
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 The book is a commendable piece of scholarship on political sociology and should 
be a good resource for students of Fiji politics, sociology and history. A positive 
feature is its ability to provide a narrative within a dynamic theoretical framework, 
while retaining the literary and intellectual texture that would suit both academic and 
popular readers.  

StevenRatuva,  
University of Auckland

.

 Twenty-one years ago, I wrote a book about indigenous independence and 
nationalist struggles in the South Pacific. The British publishers wanted a ‘paradise 
lost’ cover of a beach fringed with coconut palms. Such presentation was the opposite 
of the book’s intended message. The publishers reluctantly changed the design before 
printing, coming up with an insipid flag cover as a better reflection of the title, Blood on 
Their Banner. Alas, it was the wrong flag—depicting the ensign of Vanuatu instead of 
the Kanak banner portraying the sacrifice that inspired the title.

 Michael Field’s book has a similar obligatory palm-skirted beach, albeit relegated 
to the back cover. Again the image is far-removed from his central theme. But at least 
one of Field’s photographs of Fiji coupster soldiers fronts the book: after all, many of 
his title’s Pacific caricature ‘sharks’ reside in Suva.

 Swimming with Sharks: Tales from the South Pacific Frontline gives a somewhat cynical, 
gloomy and depressing series of snapshots of the region. It is heavily populated with 
carpetbaggers, conmen, corrupt and self-interested politicos, opportunists, religious 
fundamentalists, coup-prone soldiers (not just in Fiji) and other sordid characters. But 
his sombre tales are spiced with humour, irony and engaging anecdotes. And beneath 
the amusing cynicism is a deep commitment to the Pacific that has spanned more than 
three decades. 

 Field has developed an extraordinary penchant for getting up the noses of paranoid 
and vindictive island authorities, making him persona non grata in Fiji, Kiribati, Nauru 
and Tonga. His run-ins  with authority kicked off in Samoa, where he began his Pacific 
love–hate affair in the 1970s as a VSA volunteer, has family kinship ties—and was 

Testimony to a paradise exposed

Swimming with Sharks: Tales from the South Pacific Frontline, Michael Field, Penguin, Auckland, 
2010, 256 pp. ISBN 979-0-14-320373-5 RRP $40
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dumped by the state-owned Savali ‘official’ newspaper. Field was editor, reporter and 
photographer at the time. He wanted to publish a story on electoral corruption but 
then–prime minister, Tupuola Efi, would not have a bar of it. ‘I had to pull the story, 
but put nothing in its space other than a small note saying Tupuola had removed 
its content. “Leave in 24 hours,” they said. Six weeks on, with a memorable party, I 
departed’ (p. 18). 

 Inspired by his time in Samoa, Field penned Mau: Samoa’s Struggle Against New 
Zealand Oppression , a 1984 book that lifted the lid on the unsavoury Kiwi colonial past 
in Samoa—and contributed eventually, in 2002, to a national apology to Samoans by 
New Zealand’s then–Prime Minister, Helen Clark.

 Field’s brushes with other Pacific governments and regimes have been more 
arbitrary, but effectively restrict a journalist with considerable influence in a dwindling 
pool of New Zealand news people keeping the public informed about the region. In 
the case of ‘guano paradise’ Nauru, he got offside with René Harris—‘perhaps the 
most corrupt of all Nauru’s leaders’—and was banned in 2001, apparently because 
of unwelcome publicity over the country’s shady offshore banking operation and the 
Russian Mafia (p. 134). 

 The ban was also allegedly in support of Kiribati, which had earlier declared Field 
‘undesirable’ because of an environmental exposé: ‘I wrote a feature for Pacific Islands 
Monthly about excrement-covered beaches’ (p. 116). While President Tebaroro Tito 
had ‘cited the toilet story’, Field suggests the real reason was linked to his reporting 
over a Chinese satellite tracking station on the eastern end of Tarawa. Tito lost the 
ensuing elections and incoming President, Anote Tong. closed the base and switched 
diplomatic horses, substituting Chinese aid with Taiwanese.

 In the case of Tonga, Field laments that he irritated the kingdom because he made 
the mistake of ‘taking them seriously’ and questioning royal governance over issues 
such as the sale of Tongan passports to Filipino dictator Ferdinand Marcos and scores 
of Hong Kong Chinese, the ‘court jester’ and the great millennium scam, and nuclear 
waste: ‘I spent a lot of time covering Tonga at a time when most other journalists 
were writing warm platitudes about the fat king [the late Taufa‘ahau Tupou IV] and 
the crown prince [now King George Tupou V] driving a London taxi.’ Field has few 
kind words to say about Tonga, which he dismisses as a kingdom that is merely a ‘role 
model for the Emperor with No Clothes’ (p. 76).

 But he reserves most of his venom for Fiji and this is where his partisanship in the 
region has become most pronounced and hyped, to the point where his judgment is 
questionable. 

 While Field has official police and Gazette notices confirming his bans around the 
region, his Fiji blacklisting was far more opaque—on one occasion he was informed 
about it via a media conference by putsch leader Voreqe Bainimarama. A week after 
the abrogation of the 1997 Constitution in the so-called ‘fifth’ coup on 10 April 2009, 
Bainimarama announced a relaxed policy for foreign media, adding: ‘We are not going 
to let in people that we did not allow in the first place, people like Michael Field.’  
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 The antipathy is mutual. Field regards the dictator as a ‘narcissist, living a predatory 
lifestyle’ and having a ‘grandiose sense of self-worth’ (p. 207). Bainimarama regards 
Field as ‘clueless in coup coup land’, to coin a Fiji Times headline on one of his post-
Speight articles (p. 11). 

 The book had the potential to rival Tuturani, Scott Malcolmson’s fascinating 
‘political journey’ in the Pacific. Instead, it is surprisingly simplistic, and fragmented 
and episodic in style—a mishmash of past story notes with little insight into many key 
issues. Not much for regional academics to savour. For example, Francis Ona and the 
background to the 10-year Bougainville civil war rates just six sentences, and there is 
barely a mention of Fiji’s complex and traditional indigenous confederacies, which are 
at the heart of the ‘coup culture’.

 Yet, in spite of the flaws, Michael Field deserves plaudits for the way Swimming with 
Sharks provides testimony to his sustained coverage of the Pacific beyond the paradise 
metaphor and challenges a media that rarely cares.

Dr David Robie 
Director of the Pacific Media Centre at AUT University, Auckland.

His blog is Café Pacific www.cafepacific.blogspot.com.
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Crossroads to Justice: colonial justice and a native Papuan, 
Sinaka Goava and Pat Howley, Divine Word Publishing, 2009. 
ISBN 9980-9956-0-2, soft cover, 135pp., 26 photographs, 1 map. 

(Cost: AUD30 incl postage within Australia. Available from Brother 
Patrick Howley, Marist Brothers PHD Commonwealth Bank 
Account BSB: 063254 a/c 10281189 Doncaster Shoppingtown; 
or cheques to: Pat Howley, Divine Word University, PO Box 483, 
Madang, Papua New Guinea.) 

 The ‘law’ was often used to put away ‘uppity natives’ and to settle old scores.  One 
of the most blatant and shameful examples of this is chronicled in Crossroads to 
Justice by Sinaka Goava and Pat Howley.

 The book tells of the life sentence imposed on Oa Goava, the father of co-author 
Sinaka, for the alleged killing of three sorcerers in 1938. Oa suspected the sorcerers 
had injured and cast their spell on his young son, Sinaka. The names of Oa and Sinaka 
were well known in Port Moresby before independence, but for different reasons. 

 Oa, who spent 32 years in jail for the killings, was notorious. Sinaka, on the other 
hand, served the colonial administration with integrity. Knighted in 1993, he was 
respected for his honesty and diligence. Oa was feared by the colonial administration. 
His son was the darling of the same administration.

 Papua New Guinea’s colonial period was rife with prejudices and misunderstandings. 
Many whites despised the natives, regarding them as sub-humans. Thus for much of 
the colonial period they were allowed to wear only lava-lava (sulu): shirts were not 
allowed, ostensibly for health reasons.1 They could not taste alcohol, or glance at a 
white woman passing by – they had to look at the ground, or look the other way. 
Disobedience resulted in a beating, or time in prison, or hard labour, or all of the three. 

 The colonial justice system refused to acknowledge the traditional justice system, 
hence committing a fallacy of ignorance. Oa lived through this period. He was a proud 
native, more assertive and less afraid of the whites than most of his people. He claimed 
to be a sorcerer. No goody-goody , he was a known gambler, drinker, and womaniser.

In colonial Papua New Guinea, the justice system was often fickle in its treatment of the people it 
purported to protect and regulate. It was presided over by white judges. It disregarded indigenous 
laws, cultures and settings. And it was heavily weighted against the native population.
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 He was also, by 1930s standards, well-educated and fluent in English to a standard 
that enabled him to work for Murray’s colonial administration. Unlike other Papuans, 
he stood up for himself. None of these ‘attributes’ endeared Oa to the whites, who 
required the natives to ‘know their place’.  People such as Oa were seen as downright 
dangerous and a threat to the colonisers. 

 Oa worked for Hubert Murray’s2 administration in various capacities, including 
those of clerk and interpreter. As an intelligent man he pushed the parameters of these 
roles and earned a reputation as an ‘uppity native’. Sir Hubert, having placed great 
hopes in him as a demonstration of the benefits of educating natives, nevertheless 
eventually sacked him over a dispute about his long service leave.

 Sir Hubert presided over the court that sentenced accused murderers Goava and 
one of his accomplices, an ex-sergeant of police, to hang. This is despite the obvious 
conflict of interest that inhered in his great disappointment in his ‘protégé’.

 The July 1931 issue of Pacific Islands Monthly said ‘the murderers were both educated 
natives, the dangerous kind who wish to place themselves on equality with white 
men’. Islands Business described the death penalty as ‘essential’. The natives, said the 
magazine, ‘should experience the full moral effect of the execution’.3

 The magazine’s stand begged the question: was Oa being sent to the gallows 
because he had killed, or because he was seen as a danger to the whites? Because 
of some of the more horrifying aspects of the story, there is no easy, cut and dried 
answer. At the time, the London Missionary Society, including Percy Chatterton, 
saw the sentences as manifestly excessive. They argued that most murders involving 
Papuans carried maximum sentences of 10 years’ imprisonment. The Society appealed 
to the Australian government.

 In a last minute reprieve, Sir Hubert’s sentence was overturned. But he seemed 
hell-bent on punishing Oa, and when the court was reconvened, he was once again at 
the helm. This time he sentenced Oa to life imprisonment without release.

 Sinaka grew up in a sometimes impoverished, single-parent family. He managed to 
acquire a good education and became a leading public servant. He was the chairman 
of the Commission of Enquiry into Land Matters in the early 1970s. Prior to that, he 
served as a mediator in native land matters in the Northern District.  He was articulate, 
gentle, courteous and polite. He won the respect of Papuans wherever he went.

 Eventually he came to see his father’s sentence as an injustice and began a campaign 
to have him released. After many years in prison he thought his father had paid his 
debt to society and should be freed. More so when his father’s accomplice had been 
released a year after the trial. 

 Sir Hubert was unmoved and resisted Sinaka’s many petitions to the very end . 
It was only in 1963, when Sir Donald Cleland reviewed the case, that Goava was 
eventually released. He had served 24 years in prison.
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 When one reads Sinaka’s accounts of how he embarked on a long campaign against 
the Australian colonial administration to free his aging father from prison, one cannot 
help but admire his courage, persistence and patience. Sinaka’s numerous petitions to 
free the older man were always approached with humbleness and humility.

 After his release, Oa (whose notoriety also ran to disturbing srories about his 
exploits in prison) spent his years living with his son’s family in Hanuabada (the Motu 
village overtaken by Port Moresby).  He died there in 1975.  

 Sinaka retired from the public service in 1982 but continued doing largely unpaid 
community work for many years.  In 1998 he was knighted. During the latter part of 
his life he had begun to research his father’s trial and put together material for what he 
hoped would become a book.

 He was encouraged in this endeavour by associates from the University of Papua 
New Guinea and Latrobe University in Australia. 

 Sinaka died in 2003 but co-author Howley, a Marist Brother from the Divine Word 
University in Madang, continued the work. Howley was Sinaka’s good friend. This 
book is an attempt to bring together research about the sentencing and place events in 
their proper context.

 The book, for instance, examines the intriguing matter of sorcery and its place in 
Papuan society. The existence of sorcery and sorcerers is — or certainly was – real in 
virtually all of Papua New Guinea, in the sense that they were believed in and feared, 
and they had influence. Sorcerers were always seen as powerful forces, which created 
fear among ordinary citizens. They were unwanted members of the community, but 
their existence was often seen as a necessary source of social control. 

 The catalyst for the killing of the three sorcerers seems to have been an incident 
when Sinaka, as a child, inadvertently brushed against the bag of one of the Kuni men, 
which was presumed to contain a sorcerer’s stone. The boy was disabled for some 
time. Oa and others around him suspected that a spell had been cast on the young 
child. The sorcerer, it was alleged, did not make any attempt to correct the situation 
under the Papuan custom. That very act to a Papuan is derogatory and an injustice.

 In the context of a traditional Papuan justice system, an ‘eye for an eye’ and a ‘tooth 
for a tooth’, is a simple logic that often sets in motion the ‘dos’ and ‘don’ts’ in the 
community. In this case Oa felt wronged by the sorcerer and he was not the man to 
take this lying down. 

 Here is a case of a clash of two different cultures and justice systems — the justice 
system of the colonial power versus the justice system of the existing Papuan society. 
There was no such thing as a middle ground because the colonial masters at the outset 
established that their values, norms, attitude, understanding, ethics, religion, laws 
and culture were the only yardstick against which everything was to be measured. 
The underlying currents of traditional values, cultures or laws were never considered 
relevant in passing judgment in the Oa case. 
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 The biggest travesty was that Sir Hubert was allowed to preside over the case and 
pass judgment on Oa. Not once, but twice. This is even though Sir Hubert clearly had 
an axe to grind against a ‘native’ who had not only questioned him, but also defied 
him. The Oa case was more or less reduced to a kangaroo court.

 There is much more to this story. Sinaka’s brave mother and his sisters struggled 
and suffered while Oa was in prison and during the quest to set him free. Whilst I 
would have liked to see a fuller account of Sinaka, Oa and the family’s struggle, this is 
a story that needs to be told, and the authors deserve much credit.

 There are many untold stories from colonial Papua New Guinea about the 
overlooked, discounted and derogated experiences of many Papuans who nevertheless 
bow their heads in silent ‘welcome’ to the modern era. These stories need to be told; 
a ‘history’ that tells only one side of complex stories can no longer be regarded as just 
or good enough. This book could serve as an inspiration for other writers to chronicle 
such tragic experiences.

Nash Sorariba
Journalism and Communications Division

University of the South Pacific.

Notes

1  It was Murray’s considered opinion that shirts and singlets posed a major threat of  
respiratory disease; the natives, he felt sure, would lack the sense of  hygiene to keep them 
clean or to take them off  if  they were saturated in the frequent rainfall. The cricused 
regulation can be seen, then, as well-intentioned but inappropriately condescending.  
2 Sir Hubert Murray first went to the Territory of  Papua as Judge, subsequently serving from 1906 
until his death in 1940 as Administrator and then Lieutenant Governor of  the Territory of  Papua, 
based in Port Moresby.
3 ‘Regarding murder of  three mountaineers and remission of  the death penalty and its probable 
effect’, Pacific Islands Monthly, July 1931.
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